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! Read this first — this is licensed electrician's work

An automatic transfer switch is wired straight into your home's main electrical panel

and works hand in hand with a standby generator. That makes installing one a licensed

electrician's job from start to finish — almost always with a permit and an inspection —

and never a do-it-yourself project. A big part of what the switch does is keep your

generator's power from ever backfeeding onto the utility lines, which protects the crews

working to bring your power back. Getting that right is exactly why the work belongs to

a licensed pro. My job is to help you understand it, choose it, and live with it — not to

open your panel. This one especially — a service-entrance switch can become your

home's main disconnect, which is about as central as electrical work gets.

Where the switch lives, and why it matters
Transfer switches don't all sit in the same spot or do the same amount of work.

Some become part of your home's main electrical entrance; others quietly feed a

small panel of your chosen circuits. This guide explains the difference in plain

English — not so you can decide the wiring, but so you understand what your

electrician is proposing.

I'm Bill, and I help folks in Portage County make sense of choices like this without the jargon.

Don't worry: you will not have to figure out where anything mounts or how it's rated. That's the

electrician's job, sized and placed for your specific home. My aim is simply to make the words

on the quote make sense.

Both approaches are safe, both are common, and both need a licensed electrician and a

permit. The difference is mostly about how much of your home the switch serves and where it

fits into your electrical setup.

★ I'll translate the quote for you

If an electrician's proposal has words like 'service-entrance rated' or 'sub-panel' and

you'd like them explained, that's exactly what I'm here for. Call or text me at (330)

200-8042.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you'll follow any conversation about where the

switch goes.

❑ A service-entrance-rated switch can act as your home's main disconnect — it sits right

where power enters and often backs up the whole home.

❑ A sub-panel switch feeds a smaller, separate panel holding just the circuits you chose to

back up.

❑ Service-entrance often goes with whole-home backup; a sub-panel often goes with

essential-circuits backup.

❑ Your existing panel, meter location, and space all shape which fits — that's the

electrician's call.

❑ Both are 'listed' safety equipment; a service-entrance switch is specifically rated and

approved to serve as service equipment.

❑ Either way: licensed electrician, permit, and inspection.

✔ You don't choose this alone

This is one decision you truly lean on your electrician for. Your part is knowing what

you want backed up; theirs is deciding where and how the switch fits your home safely.
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Two places a transfer switch can live
Electricity enters your home, passes through a main disconnect, and spreads out

through your panel to all your circuits. A transfer switch can sit in one of two spots

along that path.

It can sit right up front, where power first enters — taking on the role of the main disconnect

itself. Or it can sit further along, feeding a separate smaller panel that holds only the circuits

you want backed up. Where it sits is what makes it 'service-entrance' or 'sub-panel.'

Neither spot is better in the abstract. The right one depends on your home's layout, your

existing panel, and how much you want to back up. Let's look at each.

✔ Picture the path of the power

It helps to picture electricity flowing in from the street, through a main shutoff, and out

to your rooms. A transfer switch simply inserts itself into that flow — the only question

is where.
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The service-entrance-rated switch
Let's start with the one that sits up front and does the most.

A service-entrance-rated transfer switch is built and approved to serve as your home's main

disconnect — the master shutoff for your whole electrical service. It sits right where power

enters, and because it's already there at the front, it's a natural fit for backing up your entire

home.

The transfer-switch safety standard specifically covers switches rated for use as service

equipment, so this isn't a workaround — it's a purpose-built, approved device. Because it

takes on such a central role, the installation is precise, code-heavy work, and your local

authority signs off on it.

✔ One box, a bigger job

A service-entrance switch can simplify the overall layout by combining roles, but it's

central, important work. That's part of why it's firmly a licensed electrician's territory.
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The sub-panel (essential-circuits) switch
Now the one that sits further along and keeps things focused.

A sub-panel transfer switch doesn't touch your main disconnect. Instead, your electrician sets

up a smaller, separate panel — sometimes called an emergency or essential-circuits panel —

and moves your chosen circuits into it. The transfer switch feeds just that little panel, so only

those circuits get backup power.

This is a tidy, common way to back up the essentials — the furnace, fridge, well pump, a few

lights and outlets — without involving your whole service. It pairs naturally with an

essentials-focused or managed backup plan, which our whole-home-versus-managed guide

covers.

✔ Focused by design

A sub-panel keeps your backup deliberately focused on what matters most. For many

homes, that's exactly right — and it can be a simpler addition to an existing setup.



YOUR PANEL DECIDES BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 7 of 29
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,

gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

How your existing setup shapes the choice
A big part of this decision is made for you, by the home you already have.

Your electrician looks at your current panel — its age, its condition, how full it is — along with

where your meter and main disconnect sit, and how much room there is to mount new

equipment. Those practical realities often point clearly toward one approach or the other

before cost or preference even enter the picture.

For example, an older or crowded panel might make a separate sub-panel the cleaner path,

while a home due for a service update might be a natural moment for a service-entrance

switch. This is exactly the kind of judgment a licensed electrician is trained to make.

★ Let's look at your panel together

If you're not sure what you've got, I'm happy to come take a look and help you

understand your setup before the electrician quotes it — so you follow every word. Call

(330) 200-8042.
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How this connects to whole-home backup
Service-entrance and whole-home often travel together, so it's worth seeing the

link.

Because a service-entrance switch sits at the front and can serve your whole service, it's the

natural home for a whole-home backup plan — one switch, moving your entire home between

the utility and the generator. If you've read our whole-home-versus-managed guide and

leaned toward whole-home, this is often the switch that goes with it.

That said, it's not a hard rule — your electrician might reach whole-home coverage a different

way depending on your panel. The point is simply that these choices are connected, not made

in isolation.

✔ Decisions that lean on each other

How much you back up and where the switch sits are two questions that answer each

other. Deciding what you want covered often points to where the switch will live.
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How this connects to essential-circuits backup
And the other pairing: a sub-panel with an essentials-focused plan.

If you've decided to back up a chosen set of essentials — rather than the whole home — a

sub-panel is often the tidy way to do it. Your electrician gathers those circuits into the small

panel, and the transfer switch feeds them. It's focused, and it can suit a smaller or managed

generator nicely.

This pairing is popular precisely because it's economical and clear: you know exactly what's

backed up, and you're not paying to involve your whole service. Our guide on choosing your

circuits helps you decide what belongs in that little panel.

✔ Clarity you can point to

There's real comfort in a small labeled panel that says, plainly, 'these are the things

that stay on.' No guessing, no surprises.
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Why the rating and approval matter
The words 'listed' and 'service-entrance rated' aren't just jargon — they're about

safety.

Every transfer switch should be 'listed' safety equipment, built and tested to the recognized

transfer-switch standard. A switch that will act as your service disconnect carries an

additional, specific rating for that role. Using properly rated, approved equipment — and

having your local authority sign off — is how the system earns its safety.

This is one more reason the work belongs to a licensed electrician. They know which rating a

given spot requires, and they install approved equipment to code so the inspection passes

and, far more importantly, so your home is genuinely safe.

! Right equipment, right place

A switch used in the wrong role, or the wrong equipment for the spot, isn't a small error

— it's a safety problem. Proper rating and a real inspection are exactly what keep that

from happening.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
Where you live influences this too — less through the wiring itself and more through

how much you tend to want backed up, and what your property looks like.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town or the suburbs, city water flows regardless, so many homes back up a focused set of

essentials — which pairs naturally with a sub-panel. Lots are smaller and panels are often

more modern, but every home is different, so let your electrician judge your specific setup.

• A focused essentials list pairs neatly with a small sub-panel of backed-up circuits.

• A tidy sub-panel keeps a town home's backup clear and economical.

• If you want whole-home seamlessness and the panel suits it, a service-entrance switch is

on the table here too.

• Space near the meter and panel is often tighter in town — a reason to let the electrician

place things.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country on a well, folks more often want the well pump, furnace, sump pump, and

freezers all covered — a heavier list that leans toward broader backup. Whether that arrives

via a service-entrance switch or a generous sub-panel depends on your panel and how much

you want running.

• A heavier rural must-run list — pump, furnace, sump — may point toward whole-home and

a service-entrance switch.

• Or a well-planned sub-panel can gather those essentials if that suits your panel better.

• Rural properties sometimes have more room to mount equipment, which can widen your

electrician's options.

• Longer rural outages make it worth backing up water and heat reliably, however the switch

is arranged.

★ Town or country, your panel guides it

Tell me what you'd want backed up and I'll help you understand whether a

service-entrance or sub-panel approach is likely to fit — then your electrician confirms

it. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Space, the meter, and where things mount
Practical, physical questions often shape this decision as much as anything

electrical.

A transfer switch and, for a sub-panel setup, a second small panel, need somewhere to

mount — near your main panel, or outside near the meter. How much wall space you have,

whether the work is indoors or out, and how your meter and main are arranged all factor in.

Your electrician weighs these when proposing an approach.

None of this is something you need to measure or plan yourself. But it helps to know that if an

electrician recommends one approach over another, it may simply be what fits your walls and

your meter best — a perfectly good reason.

✔ Sometimes the wall decides

Don't be surprised if the recommendation comes down to something as practical as

available space. A clean, safe mount is worth more than a theoretical preference.
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The cost and complexity picture
I won't quote numbers, but here's how the two compare in shape.

A sub-panel approach is often the more contained job — add a small panel, move chosen

circuits, wire the switch. A service-entrance approach touches your main disconnect, so it can

be more involved, and sometimes it's paired with a broader service update. Which is cheaper

for you depends entirely on your home.

The honest way to learn real figures is a quote from a licensed electrician who has seen your

panel. Beware anyone quoting a firm price sight unseen — this is a decision that truly

depends on what's already on your wall.

★ Get a real quote, not a guess

I'll help you gather what an electrician needs to quote accurately — photos of your

panel and meter, your must-run list — so the number you get is honest. Call (330)

200-8042.
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Which do most homes end up with?
A fair question, though the honest answer is: it truly depends.

Both are common. Homeowners who want the whole house covered and have a suitable

panel often land on a service-entrance switch. Those backing up a focused set of essentials,

or working with an older or fuller panel, often land on a sub-panel. Neither is exotic or unusual.

So rather than asking which is more popular, ask which fits your goals and your home. That's

the question your electrician will actually answer, and it's the one worth focusing on.

✔ Popularity isn't the point

The 'most common' choice isn't necessarily right for you. Your must-run list and your

panel matter far more than what your neighbor did.
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Why this is firmly a licensed electrician's job
Every transfer-switch install belongs to a licensed electrician — and a

service-entrance switch even more emphatically.

A sub-panel install means adding a panel, relocating circuits, and wiring the switch — all

permitted, inspected work. A service-entrance switch goes further, taking on the role of your

main disconnect, which is about as central as home electrical work gets. In both cases your

electrician pulls a permit and an inspector confirms it meets code, using properly listed and

approved equipment.

For cost, I won't guess — it hinges entirely on your panel and your home. Get a quote from a

licensed electrician who has actually seen your setup. Our install-and-permit guide walks

through the whole process.

! Never a do-it-yourself project

This is not the place for even a very handy homeowner to experiment. Work at your

service entrance, done wrong, is dangerous in the extreme. It is always a licensed

pro's job.
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Safety notes for both
Wherever the switch sits, a couple of truths hold.

! The generator still makes carbon monoxide

A standby generator burns fuel, so its exhaust still contains carbon monoxide — an

invisible, odorless gas that is dangerous to breathe. Yours lives permanently outdoors,

and your installer sets it the manufacturer's required distance from windows, doors,

and vents so the exhaust drifts safely away from the house. You never have to place it

yourself, but do keep that area clear, never box the unit in or enclose it to quiet it down,

and keep tested carbon-monoxide alarms inside the house all the same.

And the electrical side: whether service-entrance or sub-panel, the switch and generator are

wired as licensed, permitted work, and the isolation that keeps your generator off the utility

lines is built in either way. Any change or repair is a licensed electrician's job — never a

do-it-yourself fix — and anything that smells hot or won't reset is a call to a pro.

! The isolation is the same, either place

Whether it sits up front or feeds a sub-panel, a properly installed transfer switch keeps

utility and generator power completely apart. That core protection doesn't change with

the switch's location.
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What you'll actually notice day to day
For all this talk of ratings and placement, the everyday experience is refreshingly

simple.

With a service-entrance, whole-home setup, an outage is a blink and then everything's on as

usual. With a sub-panel, essentials setup, the backed-up things stay on while a few

non-essentials wait for the utility to return. Either way, the switching itself is automatic and

quiet.

In truth, once it's installed, you rarely think about where the switch lives. What you notice is

whether the things you care about stay on — which is exactly why your must-run list matters

more than the wiring diagram.

✔ Focus on the outcome you'll feel

The rating and placement are the electrician's concern. Yours is simply: 'do the things I

care about stay on?' Keep your attention there.
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Common misunderstandings, cleared up
A few honest mix-ups come up with this topic.

• 'Service-entrance means better.' Not necessarily — it means it can serve as your main

disconnect, which suits whole-home. A sub-panel is ideal for essentials.

• 'A sub-panel only powers a little.' It powers whatever circuits you put in it — which can

be quite a lot, within your generator's capacity.

• 'I get to pick the rating.' Your electrician determines the right rating and placement for

your home; you pick what to back up.

• 'It's the same install either way.' A service-entrance switch is more central work than a

sub-panel addition.

• 'I can save money doing part of it myself.' No — all of it is licensed, permitted work.

✔ When a term puzzles you, ask

If your quote uses a word you don't know, ask the electrician — or ask me.

Understanding what you're buying is your right, and there's no silly question.
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Questions to ask your electrician
These help you understand the approach they're recommending, and why.

Q: Are you proposing a service-entrance switch or a sub-panel, and why?

A good electrician will happily explain which fits your panel and goals, and the reasoning

behind it.

Q: Will this back up my whole home or a set of circuits?

This ties directly to the switch's placement. Make sure it matches what you actually want

covered.

Q: Is the equipment properly listed and approved for this role?

Especially for a service-entrance switch, confirm it's rated for use as service equipment and

approved by the local authority.

Q: Does my panel need any updating for this to work?

Sometimes the honest answer shapes the whole project. Better to know up front than to be

surprised.

✔ There's no silly question

A professional who welcomes these questions is one worth hiring. If someone won't

explain their recommendation, that's worth noting.
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What I do to help
This is a topic where a friendly translator makes all the difference.

• What I help with: explaining service-entrance versus sub-panel in plain English, helping

you gather what an electrician needs to quote, and lining up a pro I trust.

• What only a licensed electrician does: decide the rating and placement, install the

switch and any sub-panel, and pull the permit.

• What I never do: service-entrance or panel work myself — that's a licensed pro's job,

without exception.

★ Call me before the quote

The most useful time to reach me is before the electrician quotes, so I can help you

understand what you're being offered. Reach me at (330) 200-8042.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most about where the switch sits, answered plainly.

Q: What does 'service-entrance rated' mean?

It means the transfer switch is built and approved to serve as your home's main disconnect —

the master shutoff — so it can sit right where power enters and back up the whole home.

Q: What's a sub-panel transfer switch?

One that feeds a smaller, separate panel holding just the circuits you chose to back up. It's a

tidy, common way to power the essentials without involving your whole service.

Q: Which one do I need?

That's your electrician's call, based on your panel, your meter, your space, and how much you

want backed up. Your job is knowing your must-run list; theirs is fitting the switch to your

home.

Q: Is one safer than the other?

No — both keep utility and generator power fully separate when properly installed with listed,

approved equipment. The difference is placement and how much they serve.

★ Puzzled by a quote?

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and read me what it says. I'll help you understand the

service-entrance and sub-panel language before you sign anything.
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A simple way to think about it
If the terms still feel slippery, hold onto this.

❑ Want the whole home covered, seamlessly? A service-entrance switch is often the fit.

❑ Want a focused set of essentials? A sub-panel is often the tidy answer.

❑ Have an older or crowded panel? A sub-panel may be the cleaner path.

❑ Due for a service update anyway? A service-entrance switch may pair with it.

❑ Not sure? That's fine — your electrician decides the wiring; you decide what to back up.

✔ You bring the wants, they bring the wiring

Come with a clear idea of what you want to keep running. The where and how of the

switch is the professional's job — and a good one will explain it so it makes sense.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made choosing where your transfer switch sits feel a little less daunting and

a lot more doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page

whenever you need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your

pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the

parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit

comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't do the licensed electrical or gas work

myself — for that I'll help you line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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